The present study examines the influence of ambiguity tolerance on the performance of Iranian GFL-learners (Note 1) at level B1 in the processing of gap-filling-text tests. It is assumed that learners with more tolerance of ambiguity achieve better results in the reading comprehension or in the contextual guessing of the omitted words. 34 GFL learners at Level B1 in Iran Language Institute in Mashhad have completed a three-part pilot gap-filling test as well as the pilot questionnaire called SLTAS (Note 2) to assess their ambiguity tolerance. In order to examine the hypothesis and to answer the research question, the total score of the subjects who participated in the pilot and the main study were analyzed by SPSS program version 18.0. The quantitative-correlative analysis did not demonstrate a statistically significant relationship between the tolerance of ambiguity and reading comprehension. In conclusion, with regard to the multi-dimensionality of reading comprehension, and despite the divergent empirical evidence in research literature, it is still advisable to take into account the affective, cognitive, and extra-linguistic determinants of reading comprehension in further empirical studies from various aspects and to greater extents. This study provides suggestions for the recognition of the interaction between different affective, and cognitive influential factors in the multidimensional reading process, as well as a basis for the teachers' and linguists' methodology with respect to learners in terms of their individual differences while instructing reading comprehension in German as a foreign language.
Introduction
As a result of a shift of emphasis from language teaching methodology to language learners and learning variables in the last few years, which greatly influenced language learning, the individual differences and learning styles gained in significance since they promise a considerable success on the part of learners (Başöz, 2015) . In order to design more effective teaching strategies, teachers need to recognize the differences between learners from different individual aspects, such as age, gender, motivation, anxiety, self-awareness, ambiguity tolerance, risk tolerance, willingness to cooperate, competitiveness, and language learning strategies and styles (Oxford, 1992) . Changes in the methodology of research have brought about a shift of significance now attached to the reader rather than the text. Thus the activities of the reader, his interest, his previous knowledge and his strategies are important for reading in the foreign language (Schrader, 1996) . Therefore, it can be assumed that cognitive, affective factors influence reading comprehension. Covington (1997) introduces the hypothesis of affectology, according to which cognitive functions are never completely affect-free and affects never completely cognition-free. The findings of neuropsychological reading research also show that right-hemispheric-controlled feelings strongly determine reading comprehension. They are crucial in the initiation and steering of the interpretative activities associated with the reading process (Miall, 1995) .
In addition to affective factors, there are linguistic forms and textual structures with which the learners deal in order to have a successful reading comprehension. They also need to cope with their incomplete background knowledge (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Carrell, 1987; Alderson, 2000) and to compensate for the lack of essential elements to meet the reading comprehension task (Grabe & Stoller, 2002) . Moreover, readers from different cultural backgrounds have different expectations and experiences in the language environment, which could lead to the establishment of common meanings. Learners are also overwhelmed with new information, which is processed, recorded and connected with the existing knowledge. Establishing a relationship between existing knowledge and new information is not an easy task because there is no one-to-one relationship between the structures, lexical items, and phonological and phonetic elements between the two languages. Regardless of whether learning takes place in the classroom or in the natural language environment, whether for communicative use or for personal reasons, the learner has to effectively deal with many inconsistencies due to lack of conformity between the individual languages. A characteristic, which can help the learner to cope with these uncertainties inherent in foreign language learning, is ambiguity tolerance (Kazamia, 1999) . Ambiguity tolerance is the acceptance of confusing situations. Learning a foreign language means confronting many uncertainties about the meanings, referents and pronunciation, says Ely (1989) . This type of tolerance applies to the degree to which the individual is cognitively willing to tolerate ideas or propositions that are at odds with his or her own belief system or knowledge structure (Brown, 2000) . If the learners are intolerant of ambiguities, they tend to describe ambiguous stimuli as a source of threat, as they sound new, complex, or unsolvable. Consequently these learners are reluctant to accept new stimuli, analyze complicated data, or deal with cases that are contradictory. On the other hand, the more ambiguity-tolerant learners are willing to meet new complex, and unsolvable situations. They are receptive to change and are willing to take risks (McLain, 1993) . The person with a high ambiguity tolerance is open to innovative, creative possibilities and is not disturbed cognitively and affectively by ambiguities and uncertainties. This degree varies according to the learning style or the linguistic situation (Atef-Vahid, Fard Kashani, & Haddadi, 2011) . Ehrman (1996) suggests that effective language learning is rather a process of reinterpretation of reality as an alternative perspective (p. 177). The language learning process is severely hampered if one is reluctant to accept that a word in the target language contains multiple denotations. Besides one does not need to know the meaning of all vocabularies in a text to understand a passage (Ely, 1995, p. 88) .
Reading comprehension is the grasping of the core meanings of a text from the context through prior knowledge of the subject, worldviews and assumptions. In the presumptive reading, readers are required to apply more complex processing strategies. Text-based hypotheses are made about the text while reading, which may be confirmed or discarded after the process. This allows the reader to decide whether the text remains coherent and assists him or her while completing the gaps in the case of a gap-filling test (Mashkovskaya, 2013) . The hypothesis theory is a useful reference theory for understanding processes in reading comprehension (Bruner & Postman, 1951; Lilli & Frey, 1993) . Bruner and Postman (1951) have developed a theory whose central focus is that every perception process begins with a cognitive predisposition or hypothesis (Lilli & Frey, 1993, p. 51) . Based on earlier cognitions and perceptions, perceptual-expectational hypotheses are generated which selectively control perception and attention and indicate the likelihood of the appearance of certain phenomena or characteristics. In the case of hypothesis theory, the procedural conditions of the emergence of social perceptions are taken into account. An analysis unit is the relationship between the participants' perception, experience and planning perspectives, and the respective perceived situation. The cognitive interaction between the reader and the text takes place through the interpretation, design and understanding of the stimulation situation or the text on the basis of available hypotheses (Finkbeiner, 2005, p. 190) . Readers participate in the process of meaning-extraction by means of the texts or the contextual clues. They understand not only the meaning in the given text, but also the relevant grammatical patterns, common lexical phrases, and typical associations of the words within the context since learners see chunks of words rather than individual vocabularies (Ying, 2001) .
A common survey tool for evaluating linguistic performance by means of reading comprehension is a reduced redundancy test, which is also used in the present study to evaluate reading comprehension. This approach to linguistic evaluation was recommended for the first time by Spolsky, Bengt, Sako and Aterburn (1968) and forms the basis for the development of various test methods such as Cloze tests, C tests, dictation, etc. The phenomenon of reduced redundancy is to be found in any linguistic or verbal context in which the disambiguation of incomplete or disordered messages is possible through prognosis or contextual clues. Since ambiguities are inherent components of foreign-language reading and in particular of reading comprehension, in the context of the reduced redundancy tests, ambiguity tolerance can be regarded as a significantly relevant variable of influence. Among the cognitive styles, there is evidence that field independence and ambiguity tolerance affect the performance of learners in certain assessment tests (Bachman, 1990) . Ambiguity tolerance and field independence apparently affect the scores in C tests and Cloze tests. Inevitably, the use of a reduced redundancy principle results in a garbled incomplete text, which challenges the test participants with a certain degree of ambiguity until the text is returned to its entirety or till it is synthesized. Such tests are considered as integrative tests and are expected to cause the general processing of the related context-dependent parts, resulting in different performances of field-dependent or independent test participants (Babaii & Shahri, 2010) . Bachman (1990) postulates that the individuals with higher ambiguity tolerance are expected to perform well in the Cloze tests, where several correct answers and alternative correct interpretations are often possible and in which the correctness of the solutions entered into the gaps is only called into question when one reads through the text passages (p. 277). In general, it is assumed that ambiguity tolerance as a psychological advantage with a particular strengthening effect helps the reader to deal successfully with the unexpected and frightening, oppressive situations as with a test apart from the nature of the applied test. With this conceptualization, ambiguity tolerance is defined as a component of strategic competence (Bachman & Palmer, 1996) , which is one of the metacognitive strategies that encompass higher and executive processes that provide cognitive administration in language usage and other cognitive activities. It seems that all language tests, as kinds of ambiguous situations in general and regardless of their types and format, rely to a certain extent on cognitive supervision. Therefore, tolerance of ambiguity is an advantage not only in reduced redundancy testing, but also in dealing with the recognition tasks (ibid.).
The absence of proper performance in reading comprehension may be due to low linguistic competence, but one cannot rule out the role of the negative influence of intolerance against the ambiguities. Hence, research on their impact on reading comprehension, which is to be regarded as a multidimensional process, can help provide a more realistic view of the influential factors in comprehension of a text. Although many researches have shown the effect of variants mentioned on the performance in some test types (e.g., Ely, 1989; Lee, 1999; El-Koumy, 2000; Erten & Topkaya, 2009; Karbalaee Kamran & Maftoon, 2012; Shakeri, 2012) , there is no research in this context with Iranian learners who learn German as a foreign language. By considering the influence of context on the relationship between reading comprehension and the affective, cognitive variables (Lustig & Koester, 1993; Brantmeier, 2002) , it seems beneficial to investigate the previous researches in this field and to replicate such researches with relevance to the predictors of the reading comprehension in a German classroom context with the Iranian learners, who are learning German as a foreign language.
The present study aims at the discovery of a significant relationship between ambiguity tolerance of a limited number of B1 Level Iranian GFL learners and their performance in linguistic tests corresponding to their linguistic level. The research question and the hypothesis are:
Research question: Is there a statistically significant relationship between the ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL learners and their achievements in reading comprehension?
Hypothesis: There is a statistically significant relationship between the ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL learners and their performance in reading comprehension.
Method
The design of the present study is descriptive and correlative. According to Cronbach (1987) , correlation research is based on relationships between two or more characteristics. In this study, data analysis was performed by descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. The mean values, the standard deviations and the standard errors of the mean values were measured in the descriptive statistics. The reliability of the research instruments was measured by Cronbach Alpha in SPSS 18. The Pearson correlation analysis was used to provide the interference statistics. This makes it possible to investigate the significance of the correlation between the ambiguity tolerance and the score in the reading comprehension of the subjects.
Participants
The subjects of the present study, which took place in the autumn of 2015, were a total of 43 young GFL learners (9 subjects in the pilot study and 34 subjects in the main study) in the age group from 18 to 35 at the Iran Language Institute (ILI) in Mashhad. Three young men (33.3%) and 6 young women (66.7) participated in the pilot study, while 5 men (14.7%) and 29 women (85.3%) participated in the main study. Among the subjects in the pilot study were 4 unemployed (44.4%), 4 students (44.4%) and an employed (11.1%). 11.8% of the subjects in the main study (4 participants) were the unemployed. Among them were 41.2% (14 participants) students and 16 participants and 47.1% were employed. Their language skills corresponded to level B1 according to the guidelines of the common European reference framework. This was proved by the Goethe Institute's (2015) placement test limited to "reading". All subjects in this study have learned German as a foreign language in the communicative teaching context of the Iran Language Institute (ILI) in the amount of 378 lessons. Foreign language teaching is offered in the ILI under institutional conditions, with program specifications and a specific methodology and didactics.
Instrumentations
In order to ensure the reliability of the research instruments, a pilot study was carried out in which 9 subjects participated in the reading comprehension tests under the same conditions as in the main study. The Persian version of the questionnaire "SLTAS" was adapted so as to be suited for German language. The translation of the questionnaire was made by the author of the present study. In order to ensure the validity of the Persian version, the items of this questionnaire were corrected by Omid Hamedani, a professor of Persian Language and Literature at the University of Ferdowsi in Mashhad. The appendix contains the German and Persian versions of the questionnaire "SLTAS". In order to achieve the purpose of the study, the following data collection tools were used in two phases (pilot study and main study): 1) Demographic issues (age, sex, occupation and foreign languages).
2) Placement test (only testing reading comprehension skills) and selection of level B1 students. The model set of the Goethe Zertifikat B1/German Examination for Adults and Young People (Goethe Institut, 2015) was used for this purpose.
3) Three B1 level gap-filling tests for measuring reading comprehension.
4)The questionnaire SLTAS by Ely (1995) for the measurement of the ambiguity tolerance of the subjects.
SLTAS is the only questionnaire in this field which has been conceived exclusively for the measurement of the ambiguity tolerance of language learners in the communicative language context. In the development of the scale, he intended to implement a situation-specific approach, taking account of the ambiguity tolerance. The responses are in Likert scale format with a series of five replies including "strongly agree", "agree", "undecided", "disagree" and "strongly disagree" each of which are assigned scores of 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 respectively. The higher the score, the more intolerant the subjects are. The aim of using these items is to assess the consistency of the subjects with the elements in the test that express the ambiguity intolerance in the given situations.
Procedure
The following procedure was used to determine the research data: First, the reading comprehension test with gaps and the questionnaire on the ambiguity tolerance (SLTAS) were carried out on 9 subjects (3 males and 6 females). They had nearly the same characteristics as the target group. This pilot study was used to evaluate the hypothesis and to identify possible problems and confounding factors before the main study. It should be mentioned that all participants of the study were B1 level students who were selected after they had successfully passed a grading test. For this purpose the model set of "Goethe Zertifikat B1/German Examination for Adults and Young People" (Goethe Institut, 2015) was used. The "Reading" skill has been tested. A maximum of 100 points could be reached. The pass mark was 60 points, i.e., 60%. The test situation was simulated and the time was equal to the original test conditions or 65 minutes. The reading comprehension test, which consists of three gaps, was taken from the "ZD-Exercise Test 1 of the Telc-German B1" for preparation for the examination "Zertifikat B1" (Telc gGmbH, 2014, p. 13) and from the certificate training part of the course book "Studio d" (Funk et al., 2007, p. 201) . The participants had thirty minutes to complete the gaps. Cronbach's alpha of the texts was 0.739 that is over 0.7 and therefore reliable.
The subjects had fifteen minutes time to complete the questionnaire "SLTAS". Cronbach Alpha of this test was also 0.738 and therefore acceptable. In the next step, the questionnaire and the gap-filling tests were carried out at three intervals in the main study with three B1 groups (a total of 34 subjects) selected according to the above-mentioned classification test. The male subjects (5 participants) had 14.7% and the female subjects (29 participants) constituted 85.3% of the main group. The reason for the lower number of men compared to women in this study is that, in general, apparently more female students participate in German courses in institutes. Subjects in all groups of the pilot study and the main study received the necessary explanations and instructions for the completion of questionnaires and gaps. They were also drawn to the fact that there is no right or wrong answer. It is worth mentioning that the subjects were encouraged to provide accurate, honest answers. They were also notified that the information they provide is only used to collect data for the research purpose and that only the researcher has access to them. The time -15 minutes to complete questionnaires and 30 minutes to complete gaps-was announced and executed. Finally, the statistical analysis was carried out to find out whether there was a statistically significant interaction between ambiguity tolerance and reading comprehension.
Results
As a result of piloting these instruments, the mean value, the standard deviation of the raw values and their reliability were measured. The coefficient of reliability is between zero and one. The higher this number tends to jel.ccsenet.org Journal of Education and Learning Vol. 7, No. 1; 2018 be, the more is the reliability of the questionnaire concerned. In this research the Cronbach-Alpha method was used as the standard setting and the most common criterion of reliability. The result of the reliability analysis of all research instruments was satisfactory according to the guideline by Vogt (2007) , since as specified by him, an alpha value of 0.70 and more is considered satisfactory for most purposes in an examination (p. 115). Hypothesis H_0: The data are normally distributed.
Hypothesis H_(1): The data are not normally distributed.
The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test are shown in the following tables.
Since the significance level of the tests is above 0.05 for all variables, the assertion of the normality of the data is assumed and all variables have normal distribution, so the parametric methods can be used to analyze the research hypotheses. In this part the hypotheses are examined. Because of the normality of the variables, the parametric methods of "Pearson Correlation Analysis" are used to check the hypotheses. The following table shows the Pearson Correlation between ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL learners and their achievements in reading comprehension, which is (r = 0.504) and partly positive. The significance level of the test in the pilot study is 0.166, which is above 0.05. Therefore, the empirical hypothesis is rejectable with 95% certainty, which means that there is no statistically significant relationship between the ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL-learners and their performance in reading comprehension. Crobach Alpha of the questionnaire and the gap-filling test is 0.754 and over 0.7. Therefore, their reliability, according to Vogt (2007, p. 115) , is justifiable. Table 6 . Correlation between reading score and tolerance of ambiguity in the main study
Tolerance of ambiguity
Reading score Pearson correlation -.011
Sig. (2-tailed)
.950
Number 34 This table shows the Pearson correlation between the ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL learners and their performance in reading comprehension in the main study, which is -0.011 and partially negative. The significance level of the test is (r = 0.950), which is over 0.05. (Sig = .950 > 0.05). Therefore, the research hypothesis is to be rejected with 95% certainty, which means that there is no statistically significant relationship between the ambiguity tolerance of Iranian GFL-learners and their achievements in reading comprehension. Hence the research hypothesis is rejected.
Conclusion and Discussion
Whereas there have been similar studies whose results manifest a significant correlation between ambiguity tolerance and reading comprehension, the obtained results of this study, with regard to the research questions and based on the statistical data analysis, show no significant correlation between these two. To achieve pedagogical implications, it is deemed advisable to discuss some of the influential factors which may have caused the achievement of the unexpected findings.
In interpreting the results obtained, it is necessary to consider the respective contribution of features that are reader-specific (Artelt et al., 2007) . The affective, cognitive, and metacognitive factors influence the reading process. It is therefore appropriate to check the influence of ambiguity tolerance on the reading comprehension process. Nevertheless, one should not ignore the role of other affective, cognitive factors in the reading process. Reading comprehension is, in fact, a multidimensional process that can be influenced by a variety of factors, and it is impractical to include only the action of some limited variables. This could cause failure in the realization of the expected effects.
The sheer fact that the sample size was small is probably one of many reasons as to why the desired results were not obtained. As can be seen in the arguments of Pallant (2011) , the sample size must be taken into account when interpreting the significance of values achieved. One must be mindful that even big correlations cannot play a statistically significant role in small sample groups, whereas even very small correlations are significant in large groups. Therefore, it is essential to focus on the strength of the relation and the scope of the common variance.
With respect to the findings of this study, which show a statistically positive but insignificant correlation between ambiguity tolerance of the subjects and their score in the reading comprehension, it is perceived that the reading comprehension improves when ambiguities are tolerated even though this correlation is not significant. In other words, the resultant number is not great enough to invalidate the probability of its accidentality. This result contradicts some previous relevant studies (e.g., El-Koumy, 2000; Erten & Topkaya, 2009; Karbalaee Kamran & Maftoon, 2012; Keshavarz & Assar, 2009 ), whose correlative analyses indicate a strong correlation between ambiguity tolerance and self-evaluated success in reading a foreign-language text. This result is also in contradiction with the research findings of Brown (2000) , Ely (1989) and White (1999) , which explain the positive influence of ambiguity tolerance on linguistic development in general. The study by Shakeri (2012) is consistent with the results of this research, in which there was no significant relationship between ambiguity tolerance of the subjects and their performance in reading comprehension. Chapelle and Roberts (1986) also found no significant correlation between ambiguity tolerance and linguistic skills at the beginning of the semester. This result corresponds in particular to the skill of "reading" and the findings of the present study. The results of one other study on the relationship between ambiguity tolerance and Cloze test performance (Atef-Vahid et al., 2011) are in contradiction with the results of the present study showing the existence of a significant relationship between ambiguity tolerance levels of subjects and their performance in the Cloze test.
Parallel to the results of Atef-Vahid et al. (2011) and in contrary to the present study the study of Babaii and Shahri (2010) confirms that field dependence and ambiguity tolerance as two cognitive styles have a significant effect on the C test and Cloze test performance of EFL students although no significant difference was found between C-test and Cloze test for their interaction with field dependence and ambiguity tolerance. Despite the existence of many parallel researches in this area (e.g., Isen, 1984; Arnold & Brown, 1999; Finkbeiner, 1997 Finkbeiner, , 2001a Finkbeiner, , 2001b Arnold, 2011) , which authenticate the role of affective and cognitive factors in the reading-comprehension process as positive predictors, there is the risk of overestimation or over-generalization of the influence of ambiguity tolerance and other affective person-specific factors on reading comprehension.
Despite rejecting the existence of significant effects of ambiguity tolerance on reading comprehension, or the performance of the subjects in supplementing the gaps in the text in this study, the important role of the mentioned potential influential factors in the reading comprehension must not be neglected with regard to the limitations of the present research as well as in view of the results of parallel researches in the English-speaking world. It would certainly be profitable to pave the way for language learners with a lower ambiguity tolerance level to present themselves more successfully in tasks such as gap-filling tasks, which demand a certain degree of guessing and tolerance against uncertainties. If teachers allow the learners to familiarize themselves with the existing cognitive and affective factors and their effects on the performance on completing the gaps as a representative presentation of the tasks which demand reading comprehension, then the learners are able to determine the disposition of the ambiguous situations and thus try to overcome the debilitating effects of the low ambiguity tolerance by deliberately increasing their tolerance level.
Contextual guessing strategies are recommended for the identification of the meanings of unknown words in situations where the learner lacks the necessary knowledge of the vocabulary, the grammar or other linguistic elements to understand the text. According to Oxford (1990) , contextual guessing strategies are possible due to a wide range of clues: linguistic and non-linguistic. It is valuable for the language learners to recognize that they can decipher the meaning of the unknown words by interpreting their immediate context or the preceding or following words, or even by means of other linguistic clues such as semantic or syntactic knowledge. For the non-linguistic clues, the knowledge of the context, text structure and general worldviews are to be applied. Reflecting on the existing possible guessing strategies gives the reader the certainty that learners must not be discouraged by ambiguities, but that the means for disambiguation are to be found in the same context. The teaching-material designers, as providers of a considerable part of the language learning products, play a fundamental role in facilitating the language learning process. The integration of linguistic strategies, in particular reading strategies with a special focus on ambiguity tolerance as a learning style or compensation strategy in the GFL course books, could enable the language learners to overcome their learning difficulties analytically and deliberately through the application of those strategies.
